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Beverly Rasporich’s Made-in-Canada Humour is a misdirected effort, but at what I am not sure.
The book aims “to coax the reader into a consideration and appreciation of the functions of
humor, its cultural significance in a number of mediums and the artfulness of its invention” (p.
xiil) which, given that it appears in the “Topics in Humor Research” series, is already preaching
to a particularly devout choir. It does so by being a “serious book that is meant to be a literary
and cultural survey of humour, primarily in English Canada, from the 19th century until the close
of the 20th” (p. xiii).

Like many overviews of as broad a category as “humour” (she uses the Canadian
spelling, as do I when I’m at home), the book reads very much like a constellation comprising
those writers that Rasporich personally finds amusing, supplemented with those she feels
required to include. Certainly, it incorporates a number of her earlier writings on (or around) the
topic: her chapter on Stephen Leacock—the only chapter devoted to a single author—is based on
no fewer than four previously published pieces spanning over thirty years. Sadly, she does little
to synthesise them, and the reader lurches from long discussions of Mark Twain and Charles
Dickens to strange descriptions of Leacock as “an Ontario gentleman” (p. 48), “trained to be a
gentleman” (p. 51), trained to be a “perfect Christian gentleman” (p. 67), and “brought up to be a
Christian gentleman” (p. 68), with the revelation that the expression is Leacock’s self-depiction
and not the author’s own determination of character coming too late in the chapter to be read
unchallenged. She is also little concerned about keeping up with current research: her only
citation after 1973 comes from an anthology of essays on Leacock to which she was also a
contributor, and many of her insights into American humor are from Norris Yates’s The
American Humorist (1965) and Constance Rourke’s American Humor: A Study of the National
Character (1931).

The framing of her work within American perspectives prompts a question of audience:
for whom is she writing? In addition to the aforementioned imagined reader needing to be
coaxed into an appreciation of humor, the persistent use of U.S. models (as opposed to British
and Anglo-Irish, which she claims are equally influential) suggests not an international audience
but a specifically American one, and any named artist who has achieved recognition in the U.S.
is clearly identified as such: Leonard Cohen “has worked steadily in the U.S. entertainment
industry” (p. 148); Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale “was eventually made into a
Hollywood movie” (p. 159); “comic Shaun Majumder...has worked in Hollywood” (p. 219); and
Don Harron’s Charlie Farquharson character “went on to spread his hayseed humour on Hee
Haw” (p. 256). Philip Roth is used to contextualise Mordecai Richler and Garrison Keillor’s A4
Prairie Home Companion is pressed into a similar service for Stuart McLean’s The Vinyl Café;
kind John Candy contrasts with unpleasant W.C. Fields, Oliver Hardy, and Jackie Gleason (who
are all fat and thus discussed at the same time). Rasporich often contends that Canadian identity
was initially informed in its distinction from the American but that for much of the late twentieth
century many Canadians have refused contrast as the primary strategy. Yet she writes as if
Canadian artistic creations are only valid if they reflect American style and achieve American
validation.



There are some bright spots: her discussion of three editorial cartoonists in Western
Canada (pp. 193-202) goes beyond description to contextualization, locating their work in
Western isolationism and the specifics of Prairie politics and, in the case of Everett Soop, in the
tensions of internal First Nations governance and the relationship between First Nations and the
(post-) colonial legacy. Her method couldn’t be simpler or more effective: here is a place and/or
moment and a medium; here are some representative and influential figures and why they merit
specific attention; here are their commonalities and their distinct talents; here are examples of
their work tied to specific moments of their development as artists and Canadian history; here’s
what can be inferred from this; repeat. Too often in the rest of the book, Rasporich is instead
engaged in a basic biography drawn from a single source (sometimes the person’s own memoir
or website) and some examples of the work.

There are clearly people Rasporich goes to great pains to include. For example, in her
chapter on “20th century literary humour: Protest and resistance,” she devotes four pages to the
work of Alice Munro (the subject of one of her previous books) as an “ironist of female
dilemmas” (p. 152). While no one would deny Munro her place at the top of the Canadian
literary canon, her inclusion here as ironist feels shoehorned alongside discussions of the more
Rabelaisian Mordecai Richler or Roch Carrier, or indeed alongside most of the subjects of the
book, who are consistently described as “funny,” “humorous,” “comic,” or, at most, “sharply
satiric.” All too often, the only information the reader is given about a particular comedy act is
Rasporich’s cursory assurance that it was funny. Concerning the popular “Dead Dog Café
Comedy Hour” on CBC radio, for instance, all she has to say is that “the ironic humour of Native
characters...was very funny” (p. 260).

Her inclusion of women in general is done cumbersomely. Munro is siloed alongside
Margaret Atwood in a section named “Feminine and feminist revolt,” while in her introduction
Rasporich refers to “the country’s funny men” (p. xvi) with no effort at addressing this
privileging. If her point is that a discussion of humor in Canada is going to be largely a
discussion of straight Anglo white men because access to public dissemination has been largely
controlled by straight Anglo white men, then it should be made explicit at the outset. It is not
until Chapter Six, “Joking at the Margins: Ethnicity, Race and Gender,” that Rasporich finally
does address the status of women: “The centuries-old exclusion of women from the field of
humor has been, simply put, the consequence of a patriarchal social order where women were
complimentary [sic] to men” (p. 221). Her point is valid but immediately undermined by
omission, as the supporting text comprises little more than pat biographies of notable women
involved in comedy, from stage and screen actress Marie Dressler and London and Broadway
star Beatrice Lillie, to SCTV cast members Catherine O’Hara and Andrea Martin, to CODCO and
This Hour Has 22 Minutes writer and performer Mary Walsh. Her three pages devoted to women
in stand-up comedy fail to identify a single Canadian woman stand-up by name: instead, she uses
exclusively American examples, when Elvira Kurt, Debra DiGiovanni, Nikki Payne, and Erica
Sigurdson (or even Caroline Rhea, who has achieved enormous commercial success in America)
could have been noted at least in passing. Here as elsewhere, Rasporich feels the need to include
something on a topic, does some cursory research, and moves on.

Astute readers will note the incorrect ‘complimentary’ in the quote above. A severe
failing of this book is the number of simple errors, typos, incomplete citations, proper names un-
capitalized, repeated words, orphaned parentheses and quotation marks, sentence fragments, and
more, enough to cast suspicion on the entire enterprise. This seems a hastily assembled book,
lacking either the guiding hand of a strong editor or the keen eye of a copy editor. Many quotes



are provided without citation; the author is careless with the names and dates of programs and
films; and she gets some facts wrong. A few errors would be acceptable, but the sheer number
betrays carelessness.

I cannot in good conscience recommend this book, either as a survey or as a collection of
chapters that could be read as stand-alone pieces or assigned in a classroom. An insightful
paragraph will on occasion rise up from its surroundings, but those surroundings are rather dire. |
wish I could be more supportive, as even within a country as diverse and internally differentiated
as Canada there is still the potential to articulate “a” Canadian humor. This book, however, does
not begin to address that possibility.
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